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The "Ecce Homo" mural before and after "restoration." 


House of Burgess: Quit while you’re ahead 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Cecilia Giménez has had quite a year. 


The 81-year-old is an amateur painter and resident of Borja, a town in the 
province of Zaragoza, community of Aragon, north-eastern Spain. According 
to Giménez, she approached the priest at the town’s Sanctuary of Mercy 
church with a request. One of the church’s frescos, a 19th century mural 
called “Ecce Homo” (“Behold the Man”) by Elias Garcia Martinez, had fallen 
into disrepair due to moisture damage. The octogenarian said she asked for 
and received permission to restore the painting, which depicted Jesus 


adorned with a crown of thorns. 


“Everyone who came into the church could see me as I was painting,” 
Giménez later told The Independent. “I didn’t do anything secretly. The 


priest knew. How could I do something like this without permission?” 


Then, Martinez’s granddaughter, Teresa Garcia, made a contribution 
toward the restoration of the painting, unaware of Giménez’s work. When 
the organization Centro de Estudios Borjanos went to investigate the mural, 
what they found garnered worldwide attention - and not necessarily for the 


right reasons. 


“The once-dignified portrait now resembles a crayon sketch of a very hairy 
monkey in an ill-fitting tunic,” said BBC Europe correspondent Christian 


Fraser. 


Martinez’s family and art historians alike were understandably horrified by 
the results, which were at first thought to be vandalism before they learned 


the truth. 


“Authorities said they were now considering taking legal action against 
Giménez, although they insisted that their priority was to try to return the 
work to its original state, under the guidance of art historians,” reported 


Raphael Minder in the New York Times. 


But then, the ruined painting took on a life of its own. Media outlets and 
tourists flocked to the small town of just over 5,000 residents. The painting 
now has its own Twitter account, is the inspiration for the Cecilia Prize for 
best botched art work and caused budget airline Ryanair to add a special 


flight to Zaragoza to accommodate the increased traffic. 


“It is amazing,” Mayor Francisco Miguel Arilla told Reuters. “It is very hard 
to understand. We don’t understand how something like this is over the 
world now. Argentine and American broadcasters have come and we can’t 


understand it.” 


The church has gone so far as to charge €4 a person to view the now- 
infamous work, according to The Guardian. And now, Giménez wants her 


cut of the action. 


“She just wants the church to conform to the law,” said Enrique Trebolle, 
the lawyer hired by Giménez. “If this means economic compensation she 


wants it to be for charitable purposes.” 


Giménez claims she wants the money to go to charities fighting muscular 


atrophy, her son being one of those afflicted. 


At this point I think it’s worth noting the original inspiration for the artwork 
that started this whole ordeal. The phrase “ecce homo” springs from the 
passage in John 19:15 in which Pontius Pilate presents the battered Jesus in 
a purple robe to the angry mob awaiting his crucifixion. Frankly, Giménez 
should be grateful this all turned out so well and she’s not the one facing 


the irate masses for her transgressions. 


She came into this mess with the best intentions. Even now as she asks for 
her piece of the action she seems once again to have only uplifting goals in 
mind. But this is obviously someone with literally no clue as to how her 
actions will be perceived by others. In the casino of life she accidentally 
placed all her chips on a longshot and somehow broke even. Now is the time 


to step away from the table, not request another turn. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577 


or via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com. 


